DOCUMENT RESUME 



ED 299 592 



CS 211 564 



AUTHOR 
TITLE 

PUB DATE 
NOTE 



PUB TYPE 



Reynolds, Robert L. 

Collaboration and Community Formation in English 
Microcomputer Labs. 
Mar 88 

8p.; Paper presented at tHe Annual Meeting of the 
Conference on College Communication and Composition 
(39th, St. Louis, MO, March 17-19, 1988). 
Speeches/Conference Papers (150) — Guides - 
Non-Classroom Use (055) 



EDRS PRICE 
DESCRIPTORS 



IDENTIFIERS 



MFOl/PCOl Plus Postage. 

Classroom Communication; Classroom Design; Computer 
Uses in Education; ^Educational Facilities Design; 
Higher Education; Writing (Composition); ^Writing 
Laboratories; Writing Skills 

*Collaborative Learning; *Collaborative Writing 



ABSTRACT 

The social contexts students need to encourage 
productive collaboration in their writing can be provided by 
attending to various design features of the English microcomputer 
laboratory. CollaLix>rative learning offers a powerful alternative to 
traditional classroom teaching methods amd helps students become part 
of a community that approximates the one most students will 
eventually write for in business, government, and the professions. 
Four practical suggestions for the encouragement of productive 
collaboration cdjned at the designers and directors of labs include: 
(1) common areas (where students can get together and tal3c or relax) 
should be provided in the labs; (2) arrsmge the computers in such a 
way as to facilitate interaction among students; (3) provide an 
atmosphere that is conducive to communication smd sharing; and (4) 
staff the labs with students who are enthusiastic, prof. intent 
writers. In order to invite collaboration, teachers and staff must 
communicate, verbally cuid nonverbally, so that students are 
encouraged to interact, share, and communicate. (Thirteen references 
are attached.) (RS) 
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PoX" t.he paat. aeveral year a ^ our pro£'eaaion haa bescsn concerned 
wdL-th providing aoeiel coni:ext.a ^'or our at-udetnt^a*^ writ.in9 and 
tiiinking. We have "tried t.o encourage collaborative learning in an 
at-teapt, aa Kenneth BruC^'ee would aay, to elicit in our atudenta 
appropriate waya of talking and writing <d4>« Indeed/ our intereat 
in collaborative learning ia witneaaed by the nuaber o^* aeaaiona on 
ti^e t.ppic off'ered at tiki a conf'erences Z counted at leaat 22 in ti^e 
conf'erence preview. 

Similar ly^ our pro£eaaion haa taken a keen intereat in the 
computer revolution. I would bet a aignif'icant number o£ you here 
today uae computera in your teaching Cf£ writing. But even though ao 
many o£ ua are uaing computera in our teaching ^ ve aa a pro£eaaion 
are atill looking £cfT anawera on how we can beat uae thia 
technology. We look to our ^ro£eaaional Journela/ which appear to 
be covering computera more f'requently, and we look to newly created 
journala devoted to uaing computera in thc^ claaaroom/ auch aa 
Computera^ Compoaition and Collegiate Microcomputer . And our 
intereat ia again, evident at thia conf'erence: there are over IS 
computer related aeaaiona off'ered. 

1£ computera are the "tool a we have been waiting £'or" and the 
**tremendoua boon to compoaition teacher a^" aa Ruth Gardner €l Jo 
McGinnia f'ound many o£ ua to beiieve <67>^ then perhapa we can uae 
the computer in our eff'orta to« encourage collaborative learning in 
our atudenta. Specif'ically ^ perhapa our Engliah microcomputer laba 
can provide the environment in which we get our atudenta to 
interact, to converae, thua "eatabliahing and maintaining the aorta 
Cf£ aocial contexta, the aorta o£ community li^'e, that f'oatera the 
aorta o£ converaation Cand writing} membera o£ the community Cand 
we aa compoaition teacheraJ value" <&ru£'£'ee/ B4>. 

In thia paper, I will f'ocua on how we can provide the aocial 
conterxta we f'eel our atudenta need in their writing — how we can 
encourage productive collaboration --by attending to varioua deaign 
f'eaturea o£ our Engliah microcomputer laba. Much o£ the current 
reaearch indicatea that thoae o£ ua teaching with computera 
perceive more peer editing, more atudent exchange about aaaigned 
topica, and more collaboration among our atudenta <Dickinaon, ISBS^ 
Gardner & McGinnia, €i7p Hawiaher, ISaa^ Rodriquea, ledSp Reid, 
leaS^ Sel^'e & Wahlatrom, 13aS> . Thia productive collaboration, 
however, may not «xiat or £cfrm apontaneoualy in our laba. But 
there are ef^'orta we aa lab deaignera and director a can make to 
provide an environment that encouragea collaborative learning among 
our atudenta . 

I define productive collaboration aa any work in which 
atudenta are actively engaged in writing or learning about writing, 
or any activity that will promote or lead to atudent interaction 
an.i communication about reading and writing. So, £'or example, £ar 
the purpoaea o£ thia paper, productive collaborative work would 
include anything ^'rom two or more atudenta getting to know 

each other in the lab to two or more atudenta actively diacuaaing a 
collaborative paper. yhile the bene^ita o£ the latter are obvioua, 
the prior aituation alao producea bene£itas our atudenta eatabliah 
the aocial tiea that might lead to ^'uture collaboration. 

Our intereat in collaborative learning ia not new. In his 
eaaay "Collaborative Learning and the ^Converaation o£ Mankind, -"" 
Kenneth Bru^'^'ee illuatratea well our diacovery, in the 1070-^ a, o£ 
collaborative learning. Our atudenta, although on paper appearing 
prepared, aeemed unprepared ^or our traditional claaaroom teaching. 
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W«i dealt. wit.h t.hia «Lit.u«it.ion by int.roducing col labor at,ive learning 
or p€&er t.ut.oring^ peer crit.icia«i^ and claaaroo» group diacuaaion* 
We ^'qund t.hat. our ^'at.udeant.a*^ work improved when t.hey got. help £roai 
peera^ peera of'fering help^ ^'urti^erwore^ learned £'roat t.he at.udent.a 
tiiey were helping and ^'rosi tine act.ivit.y of helping it-aelf*" 
<firu££ee^ 64 > • 

Juat, aa iaiport,ant,, t,he col labor at,ive work in which our 
at.udeht.a were engaged gave t.heat t.he aocial cont.cmt. we £elt. t.hey 
needed to learn t,o t,hihk and writ,e more effectively* Thia aocial 
conat,ruct.ioniat, perapect,ive requirea t,hat, we believe "learning 
^occ:ura among peraona rat,her t,han bet,ween a peraon and t.hinga** 
<Bruffee, 10S&> • Aa at,udent,a learn from each ot,her, t.hey become 
part. b£ a copaunit,y t,hat, foat,era t,he kind of converaat.ion and 
vrrit;ing we value and alao a co«i»unit,y t,hat, approximatea t.he one 
moat. at,udent.a will event.ually writ,e for in buaineaa, government,^ 
and t.he profeaaiona <d4> • Furt.her^ t.he non-compet.it.ive 
col labor at.ive work providea an environment, which, according t^ 
reaearch and aurveya of reaearch <Johnaon, Bl^ Sharan, BQ^ Slavin, 
a3>, prombtea bet.t.er learning compared t.o more t.radit.ional, 
compet.it.ive claaarooma* Collab<»at.ive learning, it. appeara, givea 
ua a powerful alt.ernat.ive t.o t.radit.ional claaaroom t.eaching 
methoda* 

And' now t.hat. ir have t.he comput.er t.o f urt.her reahape our 
pedagogical at.rat«g >a, we have t.he chance t.o combine t.heae t.wo 
learning at.rat.egiea >y encouraging col labor at.ive learning in our 
Engliah microcomput.er laba« Gardner and McGinnia found that. 
t:eachera at. aeveral of t.he t.en achoola t.hey aurveyed reaponded t.hat. 
at.udent.a became more act.ive in t.he writ.ing proceaa when t.hey began 
uaing computer a* Their concluaionS "Comput^rra offer opport.unit.iea 
for more flexibilit.y of t.eaching and more «variet.y in teaching 
act.ivit.ieas peer review, group diacuaaion, and col labor at.ion in 
t.hinking aa well aa writ.ing« The computer lab may become t.he 
common room in a large writ.ing program and may reault. in a new 
aenae of communit.y** <67> • 

A pilot. at.udy I completed in t.he Cent.er for Comput.er-Aaaiat.ed 
Language Inat.ruct.ion <CCLI> at. Michigan Technological Univerait.y 
aupport.a t.he informat.ion Gardner and McGinnia obt.ained from t.heir 
aurvey* I found computerr laba and the amaller common areaa wit.hin 
auch laba do indeed aupport. many forma of product.ive col labor at.ion 
among at.udent.a« In t.hree hour a of videotaping a amall common area 
wit.hin one comput.er lab, I found at.udent.a working individually <a 
precuraor t.o col labor at.ion > , in paira, and in amall groupa« 

In general, common areaa, auch aa t.hoae on which I'^d like t.o 
focua t.hia preaentat.ion, are areaa in comput.er laba away from 
comput.era, where at.udent.a can relax, t.alk, and work on t.heir 
writ.ing« The part.icular common area I'd like t.o t.alk about, ia 
locQt.ed in t.he CCLI at. Michigan Technological Univerait.y« It. 
ineludea a cent.ral t.able, conault.ant.a*' deak and mailboxea, file 
cabineta for at.udent.a'* diaka, informat.ional bullet.in board, and 
reference bookahelf « The common area ia t.he firat. part, of t.he lab 
at.udent.a encount.er when t.hey enter and t.he laat. t.hey encount.er when 
they leave* It. ia alao t.he area where the lab' a %#riting and 
comput.er conault.ant.a can uaually be found* 

Individual at.udenta uaing t.he common area accounted for about. 
a2 percent, or 2«S hour a of t.he t.hree hour t.apin<r cime« For 
example, one at.udent. uaed t.he cent.ral t.able to «*cudy for a t.eat.. 
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whil«i anotiii«:Z' aat. at. t.he deak txi reviae a pape^r ahe had ;juat, 
print.ed« St,ill anot.her at.udant. waa in t.he common area t,o ret,rieve 
a print.out.« 

X call t.he«»cr int^raperaonal ait.uat.iona a precursor t.o 
col labor at.ion i>ecauae t.hey are a vit.al £'irat. component.. V^e muat. 
make our laba placea where at.udent.a will gat.her t.o do t.heir act.ua 1 
writ.ing — t.heir prc;writ.ing^ brainat.orming^ and revising* I^* we can 
gctt. :t.hem £o do at. leaat. aome o£ t.heir individual work in t.he lab, 
^'or example, reading a ahort. aaaignment., preparing a preaent.at.ion, 
or any cr£ t.he ot.her t.aaka I-'ve previoualy not.ed, t.hen we have t.he 
^irat. component, neceaaary ^'or col labor at.ion : we have at.udent.a uaing 
our laba ^'or t.aaka ot.her t.han aimple ut.il it.arian t.aak o£ t.yping in 
what. t.hey have writ.t.en elaewhere* 

The next. moat, common ait.uat.iona occurring in t.he lab were 
at.udent.a worrking in paira and amall groupa, which conat.it.ut.ed about, 
half* o£ t.he videot.aping t.ime <S4 percent, or about, an hour and a 
hal£'>«^ St.udent.a were commonly aeen in paira and amall groupa 
diacuaaing writ.ing mat.t.era, CCLX buaineaa, or peraonal mat.t.era« 
For example, t.wo at.udent.a apent. about. IS minut.ea. diacuaaing 
reviaiona t.o paper t.hey were writ.ing« Anot.her jpmkv t.alked £'or 
about. Id minut.ea -about, hardware and ao£t.ware relat.ed t.o our 
Hacint.oah comput^sra* Small groupa uaed t.he common area £'or 
diacuaaing reviaiona t.o a group paper, preparing £'or an oral 
preaent.at.ion, and t.a Iking about, non -academic, peraonal mat.t.era« 

Our goal in encouraging collaborat.ive work in our laba and t.he 
common area, in t.he worda o£ &ru£'£'ee, ia t.o encourage our at.udent.a 
t.o engage in '*converaat.ion among t.hemaelvea at. aa many point.a in 
t.he writ.ing proceaa aa poaaible • • <d4> • By encouraging our 

at.udent.a t.o gat.her in t.he lab t.o t.alk and work, we are eat.abliahing 
our laba aa a aocial aet.t.ing • And aa our at.udent.a become 
com£'ort.able int.eract.ing, in paira and amall groupa, t.hey might, be 
more inclined t.o engage in converftat.iona about. t.heir writ.ing and 
reading, t.hua eat.abliahing in our laba t.he aocial cont.ext.a we 
deaire* Our next, atep, t.o ^'iniah t.he previoua Eru£'£'ee quot.e, ia t.o 

« • cont.rive t.o enaure t.hat. at.udent.a-' converaat.ion about, what. 
t.hey read and writ.e ia aimil^r in aa many waya aa poaaible t.o what, 
we would like t.hem t.o event.ually read and writ.e'* <a4> • 1^11 give 
one met.hod we can uae t.o accompliahing t.hia in juat. a minut.e« 

So ^'ar in t.hia paper, Z have t.alked about, col labor at.ive work 
and it.a import.ance in our t.eaching o£ cempoait.ion« I have ahown 
aome o£ t.he collaborat.ion ot.hera have £'ound in t.heir laba and t.he 
collaborat.ion we have ^'ound in t.he lab at. Hichigan Tech* And, 
aeveral t.imea, I have referred t.o meaaurea we aa lab deaignera and 
direct.ora can t.ake t.o encourage col labor at.ive work in our laba« 
For t.he reat. o£ t.hia t.alk, I^d like t.o preaent. t.heae meaaurea by 
off'ering aome pract.ical auggeat.iona*^ we can uae in our Engliah 
microcomput.er laba* 

Suggeat.ion One: We ahould deaign our laba t.o include a common 
area around which at.udent.& can gat.her • 

Microcomput.er laba in t.heir moat, baaic f'orm are rooma f'illed 
wit.h t.ablea on which ait. comput.era« While, cert.ainly, 
col labor at.ive work can occur in even the moat, baaic laba, we might. 
bet:t.er our chancea o£ eat.abliahing t.he int.eract.ion we want, in our 
,at.udent.a '±£ we give t.hem more room t.o communicat.e and int.eract., 
room -tcf ait. and reviae a paper or t.alk wit.h a f'riend* The common 
area can provide t.hia room* 
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&e<z«iuae apace i& a-t a premium at. our in&t,it.ut,iona^ many o^* ua 
£incl it. ia all we can do t.o £±nd voom ^'or our equipment.* But. we 
muat. £i9ht. £or t.hia ext.ra apace ±£ we want. t.o encourage aa much 
converaat^ion and int.eract.ion among our at.udent.a aa poaaible* 
Sev<«ral direct.ora at. laba I have viait.€fed t.alkeKl o£ having elaborat.e 
common areaa in t.heir ideal ^ dream laba. Their ideaa included 
having couch«iS!a and eaay chaira in which at.udent.a could relax and 
read or reviae^ ao£t.er light.a^ plent.y of t.able apace at. whieh 
at.udent.a and groupa o£ at.udent.a could work^ «knd plent.y of ahelvea 
t.o houae reference booka. I auggeat.^ if we value collaborat.ive 
learning^ t.hen titia common area ahould not. be a part, of our ideal ^ 
dream laba but. at. leaat. aome amall part, of our moat, baaic £ngliai)i 
microcoalput.e;.^ laba. 

Suggeat.ion Twos V^e muat. facilit.at.e int.eract.ion among our 
at.udent.a by arranging our comput.era in auch a way t.o encourage 
communicat.ion and aharing. 

While t.radit.ional comput.er laba have been deaigned t.o minimize 
coriaborat.ion by having computer a arranged aide-by-aide or even in 
individual cubiclea^ in our Engliah laba we want. t.o encourage 
col labor at.ion . Xf we are t.d engage our at.udent.a in converaat.ion at. 
aa many point.a in t.heir writ.ing aa poaaible, t.hen we might, arrange 
our computera in a way t.hat. encourages communicat.ion and aharing. 

One aolut.ion uaed in many laba ia t.o arrange computera in 
amall cluat.er& about. t.he lab. Thia arrangement, producea t.wo 
poait.ive effect.a. Firat., at.udent.a are angled t.oward each ot.her^ 
which might, encourage at.udent.a t.c: be more open t.han if t.hey were 
orient.ed eit.her ahoulder-t.o-ahoulder or face -t.o -face. Second ^ 
cluat.era of comput.era break at.udent.a int.o awaller groupa in which 
individual at.udent.a might, be more willing t.o part.icipat.e. 

Suggeat.ion Threes Vie muat. provide in our laba an at.moaphere 
t.hat. ia conducive t.o communicat.ion and aharing. 

Many t^achera, when faced wit.h t.he t.aak of designing t.he 
physical room in which t.heir lab ia locat.ed, t.urn t.o t.he nearest, 
models t.he comput.er labs for number -crunching and programming 
locat.ed in Business and Comput.er Science depart.ment.s . I suggest.^ 
inst.ead^ t.hat. we look t.o ourselves, at. t.he environment, in which we 
would be open t.o sharing and in which we would do our own writ.ing. 

If we do t.his, we might, design English computer laba 
drast.ically different, from t.radit.ional computer labs. One survey 
of t.he direct.ors of 3S Engliah microcomputer labs found t.hat. many 
suggest. **t.hat. t.he facilit.y not be ut.ilitar ianS at.t.ent.ion t.o t.he 
aest.het.ics of t.he room would help make it. mor«i pleasant. , 
at.t.ract.ive, and non -t.hr eat.ening** <Collier, Garand, Parbs, €i 
Horrison, 19B7> . If we paint, our labs warm colors, perhaps add 
plaht.s and paint.ings, we creat.e what. I t.hink many of us would agree 
is a warm, creat.ive environment, that, might, just, be t.he 
encouragement, our st.udenx.s need t.o use our labs and be more open 
and shar ing . 

Su9geat.ion Fours We must. m±.m££ our labs wit.h st.udent.s who are* 
ent.hused, proficient. writ.ers. 

One of t.he most. import.ant. and aomet.ime'S overlooked details in 
lab operat.ioh is lab st.aff ing. In many labs, st.aff ing is 
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&u|»€srviA«^ by t,he c«sipufli cosiput.er nerviccsa organ isiet,ion&^ which 
hire at.udent,a pro£icient. uit.h coaiput.er& t.o overaec: Idb operat,ion« 
l£p inat.e!«id^ we &t,a££ our laba wit.h at.udent. writ,era who are alao 
akilled wit.h co«iput,era^ we preaent. an environment, in which writ^ing 
ia cent.ral« St,udent,a who have ah own t,hey are at. leaat, on t,heir way 
t,o »aat,erin9 t.he diacourae we deaire can help ua t,o sieet, our goal ^ 
aa at,at,ed by Bru££ee^ o£ **contjriving t,o enaure t,hat, our at.udent.a-' 
converaat.iona about, what, t,hey read and writ,e are aa aimilar aa 
poaaible t.o t.he way we would like ti^en t.o read and writ.e** <a4>. 
Th4uae at,udent, writ,era move ua one at,ep cloaer t,o creat,ing Bru££ee-'a 
GOMunit.y o£ peera by plant,ing t,he aeed £ro«i which t,hia coaisiunit,y 
can grow* 

In t,hia paper, I-'ve t,alked about, col labor at,ion and hew we can 
develop in our' Engliah » icrcompu t,er laba ,t,he aocial cont,ext,a t,hat, 
we are t,rying t,o provide ou'r at,udent,a« I'^ve given £our auggeat,iona 
t.hat, t.eachera can £ollow t,o invit,e t,heae aocial cont,ext,a and aiake 
t,heir laba more invit,ing t,o at,udent, writ,era« The common 
denominat,or £or theae auggeat,iona ie- communicat,ion • In order t,o 
invit,e collaborat,ion and aharing among our at,udent,a, we muat, 
communicat.e, verbally and nonverk>ally , t.hat, we want, our at,udent,a t,o 
interact, t,o ahare, t,o communicatee* And aa lab director a and 
deaignera, we muat, care£ully obaerve what, our at,udent,a communicat,e 
back -to ua, again, verbally and non-verbally , t,o £ine-t,une our laba 
t.o bet,t,er meet, our goal £or increaaed at,udent, col labor at,ion • 

ENDMOTES 

The percent.agea I have uaed add t,o more t,han lea percent, 
becauae aome o£ t,he act,ivit,iea I not,ed occurred concurrent,ly • 

Theae auggeat,iona are baaed in part, on auggeat,iona given in t,he 
graduat,e report, I wrot,e in part,ial £ul£illment, o£ t,he 
requirement,a £or a maat,ex^''a degree in rhet,oric and t,echnical 
communicat,ion at. Michigan Technological Univerait,y« 
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